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Levinson’s  Pragmatics  (2003)  is  one  of  the  classic
monographs in pragmatics. By elaborating on the main
ideas  as  well  as  the  new  developments  of  those  core
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that  can  help  us  better  understand  how  do  we
communicate  within a  culture  or  even across  cultures.
Today, pragmatics has become one of the most vibrant
and  rapidly  growing  fields  in  linguistics  and  the
philosophy of language (Huang, 2012, p.2),  and it  has
gained a lot  of  insights  from other  disciplines such as
cognitive  science,  artificial  intelligence,  informatics,
neuroscience,  language  pathology,  anthropology,






was  introduced  into  China  around  20  years  later
(Levinson,  2003).  As  such  a  landmark  book  in




the  key  questions  that  an  academic  reader  may  ask.




1. THE MAIN CONTENTS OF THE BOOK
Following   the  Anglo-American   l inguis t ic  and
philosophical tradition that mainly builds on philosophical




deals  with  the  topics  that  are  central  to  the  Anglo-
American  tradition  of  work  in  pragmatics.  The  main
topics  discussed  here  include  deixis,  conversational































the practitioners  of  pragmatics  actually  do,  the author
instead  offers  a  number  of  possible  definitions.  For
example, the definitions given include “pragmatics is the
study  of  those  principles  that  will  account  for  why  a
certain set of sentences are anomalous, or not possible
utterances”  (Ibid,  p.6),  “pragmatics  is  the  study  of
language from a functional  perspective,  that  is,  that  it













the  term deixis  is  borrowed  from the  Greek  word  for
pointing or indicating. Exemplars of deixis include the use
of  demonstratives,  first  and  second  person  pronouns,
tense, specific time and place adverbs and a variety of
other grammatical  features that  are tied directly to the
circumstances  of  utterance.  Fundamentally,  deixis  is
concerned with the way in which languages encode or
grammaticalize  features  of  the  context  of  utterance or












we  can  turn  to  the  linguistically  descriptive  approach
which can provide a relatively clearer picture of the types
and  the  interrelations  of  deictic  expressions,  though
adequate  theories  and  frameworks  are  still  lacking.
Descriptive  approach  to  deixis  identifies  five  basic
categories  of  deictic  expressions:  person,  place,  time,
discourse  (text)  and  social  deixis.  Various  examples
discussed here have illustrated that there are overlapping




while  “good morning” can only be used as  a  greeting,








implicature  (the  short  form  for  conversational
implicature) has at least five contributions: First, it offers




sense of  the linguistic  expressions uttered);  third,  it  is
likely  to  effect  substantial  simplifications  in  both  the
structure and the content of semantic descriptions; fourth,
it  seems essential  for  accounting  properly  for  various
basic facts about language, for example, for accounting








what  on  earth  is  implicature?  In  fact,  the  notion
implicature  is  developed  from  Grice’s  ‘co-operative
principle’ which is essentially a theory about how people
use language in conversation. Co-operative principle is
composed  of  four  basic  maxims  which  are  served  as
guidelines  for  conversations  to  be  conducted  in  a
maximally efficient, rational and co-operative way. The
four  basic  maxims,  namely,  the  maxim  of  Quality,
Quantity,  Relevance  and  Manner  specify  what
participants have to do in order to be co-operative in their
use of language. In other words, speakers are supposed to










(by hearers)  to be adhered to at  some deeper levels  in
cases that conversations seem not proceed co-operatively
on the superficial  level.  It  is  in this  kind of  cases that
inferences will  arise to preserve the assumption of co-
operation;  and  such  inference  is  what  Grice  dubs  a
conversational implicature.




on  both  the  content  of  what  has  been  said  and  some




the  maxims  straightforwardly,  the  other  is  where  the
speaker deliberately and ostentatiously breaches or flouts
the  maxims.  Grice  distinguishes  five  characteristic
properties of implicature, namely, cancellability (or more




Chapter  Four  deals  with  another  pragmatic  inference,
namely,  presupposition.  Different  from  its  ordinary
language notion of presupposition to describe any kind of
background assumption, the term presupposition here is





also  originate  from debates  in  philosophy,  especially
debates  about  the  nature  of  reference  and  referring
expressions.  The  first  philosopher  in  recent  times  to
wrestle with such problems was Frege, the architect of
modern  logic,  and  was  then  followed  by  other
philosophers  like  Russell  and Strawson.  Frege  (1892)
raised many of the issues that later became central to the
discussions of presupposition. One of such problems is
how to  account  for  the  fact  that  sentences  that  lacked
proper referents like The King of France is wise could be
meaningful.  Frege  himself  offered  an  answer  by
distinguishing  between  sense  and  reference:  Such
sentences retain their sense or meaning even if they lack
referents and thus fail  to have a truth value (Levinson
2003,  p.170).  Pointing  out  that  Frege’s  view  led  to
anomalies,  Russell  (1905)  proposed  his  well-known
theory of descriptions which by decomposing statements
like The F is G into a conjunction of three assertions, has
the  advantage  of  scope-ambiguities:  negation  either
occurs  with  wide  scope  or  with  narrow  scope.  For
example,  with  the  wide-scope  negation,  one  can  use
something like The King of France is not wise  to deny
that  the King of France exists,  while with the narrow-
scope, one can use a statement like The King of France is








kind of relationship between The King of France Is Not
Wise and There Is A Present King of France. He called
this relation presupposition, and held that it was a special






to  generate  presuppositions.  Levinson  calls  such
presupposition-generating linguistic items presupposition-
triggers.




structure  (Levinson,  2003,  p.186).  In  addition,

















with  verifiability  and  distrust  of  the  inaccuracies  and
vacuities  of  ordinary  language  were  paramount  (Ibid,
p.227). It is against such background that Austin launched
















Do Things With Words,  Austin starts his discussion by
demolishing the view of language that would place truth
conditions  as  central  to  language  understanding.  He
distinguishes two basic contrasting types of utterances:
One is the peculiar and special sentences with peculiar
syntactic  and  pragmatic  properties,  which  he  called
performatives, and the other is the traditionally known





terms  of  felicity.  Austin  distinguishes  three  main
categories of conditions which performatives must meet
so as to be “happy”, and he termed them felicity conditions.









illocutionary  acts.  It  is  easy  to  understand  the  shifts,
especially the latter one. For example, the sentence I state
















that  one  can  perform  in  speaking.  However,  though
Searle’s typology seems an improvement on Austin’s, it is
still  a  disappointment  since  it  is  not  even  built  in  a
systematic way on felicity conditions.
Since  the  speech  act  theory  has  been  put  forward,
there are a lot of discussions on the relationship between
it and syntactics and semantics. There are two opposing






and   t ru th -cond i t iona l   seman t i c s .  Due   to   i t s
insurmountable  difficulties  on  both  the  semantic  and
syntactic  fronts,  theorists  have  demonstrated  that






literal  force  hypothesis,  idiom  theory  and  inference
theory. Nevertheless, these three theories have their own
problems too, and this serves as a good reason to abandon
literal  force  hypothesis  and  as  a  result  an  adequate





Chapter  Six is  centered on the topic of  conversational
structure. The author first distinguishes between discourse
analysis  (DA)  and  conversation  analysis  (CA),  and
concludes  that  since  conversation  is  not  a  structural
product in the same way that a sentence is, DA’s methods
and  theoretical  tools  imported  from  mainstream
theoretical  linguistics  seem quite  inappropriate  to  the
domain  of  conversation.  What  seems  to  be  more
appropriate  for  CA is  a  rigorously empirical  approach
which  avoids  premature  theory  construction,  and  an
essentially inductive method which is used to search for
recurring  patterns  across  many  records  of  naturally
occurring conversations. Conversation analysis has been
pioneered by a break-away group of sociologists known
as  ethnomethodologists  who,  being  unsatisfied  with
quantitative techniques, and the arbitrary imposition on
the  data  of  supposedly  objective  categories  that  were
typical of the mainstream American sociology, advocated
“ethic” (participants’ own) methods of production and
interpretation  of  social  interaction  (Levinson,  2003,
p.295),  hence the term ethnomethodology. As a result,
such  a  proposal  in  practice  led  to  a  strict  and
parsimonious structuralism and a theoretical asceticism —
the emphasis is on the data and the patterns recurrently
displayed  therein  (Ibid,  p.295).  Guided  by  such
methodology, pragmaticians have made various findings
including  those  in  the  areas  of  turn-taking,  adjacency







between  pragmatics  and  “core”  linguistics,  also  the
interrelationship between pragmatics, sociolinguistics and

















and  other  closely  related  subjects  like  semantics  and
syntactics, and what are the main ideas as well as new
developments  of  those  core  topics  that  are  usually
included  in  pragmatics  such  as  deixis,  conversational
implicature,  presupposition,  speech acts  and so on.  In
recent years, pragmatics has received rich nutrition from
different  disciplines,  which  thus  give  rise  to  the
emergence of many new branches in the field. According
to Huang’s work (2012, 2015), these branches fall into
mainly  two  orientations:  One  is  cognitively-oriented,









into  either  of  the  two  main  orientations  —  historic
pragmatics,  synchronic pragmatics,  corpus pragmatics,
literary pragmatics, legal pragmatics, feminist pragmatics
are   just  some  of   them.  In  spite  of   these  new
developments,  with its  focus on those core topics like
deixis,  conversational implicature and etc.,  Levinson’s
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